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1975: the end of an intrigue? For a new periodization 
of the history of jazz 
 
“The days when musicians learned at the knees of older players, served their 
apprenticeships in big bands, participated in after-hours jam sessions, congregated in 
dressing rooms for impromptu opportunities to play, have all largely gone. […] The decade in 
which this transition took place was the 1970s. […] It seems to me significant that it was 
[Miles Davis’s] coterie of musicians from 1968 to 1972 who went out and developed a range 
of approaches to [jazz-rock] after first experimenting with Davis. He opened their minds to 
the possibility and empowered all of them to follow his methods for developing the genre. 
They were one of the last coteries of musicians to be part of the continuous tradition of 
development.” 
        Alyn Shipton1 
 
“It is a cliché of recent criticism that we have entered a period of musical 
conservatism in jazz – not a bad thing necessarily, if what is being conserved and revitalized 
is good music in the first place – but a surprising development for a music that has always 
looked forward to the next revolution in style. It is common to find jazz fans and musicians 
asking each other, ‘What is new, what is really new’.” 
       Lewis Porter - Michael Ullman2 
 
Schaefer Festival in Central Park, New York City, September 5, 1975: Miles Davis 
quits the stage in his last public appearance with his band. “[The] reviewers could not know – 
Davis himself did not know, although he must have suspected it sometimes, when he felt 
completely enervated by the pain in his hip – that they were among the last audiences that 
would see him for almost six years. His energy was all but drained, and his performances in 
the summer of 1975 showed that he could no longer hide it.”3 
                                                 
1 Shypton 2001, 874. 
2 Porter-Ullman 1993, 442-443. 
3 Chambers 1985, 280. 
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Newport Jazz Festival, City Center, New York City, June 29, 1976: a “Retrospective 
of The Music of Herbie Hancock.” Former Miles Davis’ sideman presents his band of the 
time and two earlier groups he played with: his own sextet “Mwandishi” (with Eddie 
Henderson, Julian Priester, Bennie Maupin, Buster Williams and Billy Hart), active between 
1970 and 1972, and the second Miles Davis quintet of which he was the piano player between 
1963 and 1968, with Freddie Hubbard replacing Miles Davis. 
What links these two events? The name of Miles Davis of course. In both there is a 
closing and an opening. The former is the end of a certain history of jazz, the latter is the 
beginning, maybe not of a new history, but of a new age, an age of some form of 
postmodernism, as it had been said. But talking about postmodernism supposes that we 
understand the modern and classic ages. I would like first to address this idea by proposing a 
new periodization of jazz history built around the concept of a common jazz practice.  
 
A Common Practice for Jazz? 
This idea of a common musical practice comes, of course, from concert music. At a 
certain point, a specific musical language becomes relatively stable and a common practice is 
recognized, involving some specific ways of producing music. This was the case with the 
tonal system through two centuries or more, mainly the eighteenth and nineteenth. It took 
time for its features to develop in a consistent whole. Later, increasing musical sophistication 
made it difficult to predict new developments, and the musical language of the tonal system 
dissolved, creating the need for an exit to the system. 
I think that something comparable happened with jazz. How could we identify a 
common jazz practice, given that the same tonal system is the basis of much jazz? I propose a 
relatively limited number of features: 
• a mix of tonal and blues harmonic language. 
• a limited choice of forms: mainly song forms – AABA and ABAC – and the blues. 
• the 4/4 bar. 
• the walking bass. 
• the ching-a-ding pattern on the drums. 
• the existence of a rhythm section made of string bass, drums and one or two 
polyphonic instruments, mainly the piano. 
We probably could find some more. But even with those, we can consider that, within 
a certain period, all these features are found altogether in a very large proportion of the jazz 
played. 
What was this period? I would select 1930-1960 (approximately). The beginning point 
of the thirties appears to be the time when the string bass, the walking bass and the ching-à-
ding pattern becomes hegemonic. This suggests that the way rhythm sections play is perhaps 
the main marker in the evolution of jazz. Around 1959 and 1960, this common practice comes 
to an end with major changes, mainly in two directions, that of free jazz and so-called modal 
jazz. Coltrane demonstrates with “Giant Step” and “Countdown” that we can’t go very much 
further with tonal harmonic complexity and harmonic rhythm speed. As an alternative, Miles 
Davis and Gil Evans propose some ways to get out of the chord changes system. The Bill 
Evans trio with Scott LaFaro and Paul Motian offers a different way for the rhythm section to 
interact. And of course, Ornette Coleman gets in with a radical break with the whole system. 
All these changes had been prepared all along the fifties by such musicians as Charlie 
Mingus, George Russell, Gil Evans and others, but all this crystallizes in this amazing year 
1959 and the one following. 
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The parallel with the evolution of concert music has often been noticed, with the 
difference of time scale of about 5 to 1. But we have to look at it once again. It is striking to 
see that both entry and exit are similar in a lot of ways. At the outset, there is a long period 
when all the features are patiently forged and united into a consistent system. At the end, two 
parallel forces appear, the radical one, breaking from everything altogether, and the 
progressive one, changing some features and keeping other ones.  
Whether the parallel is still relevant for the following periods is an open question, but 
in the development of jazz we do not see blank slates: everything is retained. Once modal or 
non-functional harmonies were accepted, no one thought of giving up blues or tonal 
harmonies. New rhythms do not make swing ones obsolete. New forms did not lead to the 
disapearing of AABA or ABAC, and so on. Jazz language proceeds more by addition than by 
substitution. When all the above-mentioned features are employed, we have what is now 
called “straight ahead jazz”, a new common practice based on an older one, still living 
although less frequently played. 
 
Bebop and modernism 
Either an evolution or a revolution, bebop, when it came around in 1944-1945, quickly 
appeared as modernism. In his well-known book Hommes et problèmes du jazz, André Hodeir 
proposed in 1954 a periodization in five ages in which bebop started a modern period in 1945, 
while a classical one was to be found between 1935 and 19454. The innovative and somewhat 
jarring features that were noticed in bebop, and often commented on since – more complex 
harmony, new conception of the drums, more complicated lines, new freedom with barlines, 
among others – produced a sufficiently radical change to justify seeing a passage to a modern 
age. What remained the same, of course, was not emphasized since it was considered part of 
the essence of jazz that cannot be changed without leaving the jazz field. Who could have 
imagined in 1946 that there could be jazz without chord changes, with a rhythm section 
playing in such a way you cannot be sure anymore where beat one is, without being able to 
transcribe a solo while there are no longer mere notes but “sheets of sound” or some kind or 
“cries”, and above all, without a stable pulse? Yet all these changes would come in less than 
twenty years.  
Which change, then, should be regarded as the most significant? That of 
1944-1945? Or that of 1959-1960? In my opinion, we have to choose the latter. The 
arrival of bebop didn’t mark the end of a relatively stable, if evolving,  language and common 
practice; on the contrary, it reinforced them by giving both new developments allowing a 
movement toward a second period. 
These are the reasons why I think we should shift the dividing line between classicism 
and modernism in jazz from 1944-1945 to 1959-1960. In such an hypothesis, a classic age 
should be considered going from 1930 to 1960 approximately, with a dividing line occurring 
around 1945 with bebop. A large-scale movement can be then observed: a pre-classic age 
running from 1895 to 1930 represents a time of convergence when different pieces of a 
coming language are slowly coming to light one by one and merging in a consistent ensemble. 
1930-1960 would be that classic age when the language system works at its full power while 
still evolving, but on a consensual basis. Yet, 1960-1975 would be the modern phase when the 
consensus is somewhat broken. The divergence becomes the general large-scale movement, 
first within two great paradigms embodied by a radical one and a less radical (free jazz and 
                                                 
4 Hodeir 1954, 27-40. The first three ages were: Primitive (circa 1900-1917), Ancient (1917-1926) and 
Pre-classic (1927-1934). 
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modal jazz). This movement leads to the middle of the 1970s (I would say 1975-76 
approximately) where a long-range process seems to be coming to an end5. 
Postmodernism? 
If we accept this view, we know what is coming to an end in 1975: after the decline of 
a common practice of jazz founded on a stable corpus of language itself featuring some 
almost indispensable features, then occurs the end of a narrative that began at least by 1917, 
and developed through a succession of styles spanning more or less five to ten years (New 
Orleans, Chicago, swing, bebop, cool, hard bop, free jazz, modal jazz, jazz fusion) with great 
masters embodying each of those styles. But if we can agree on what it is not anymore 
accurate, can we say what it becomes, positively? 
Should we call the age starting around 1945 postmodern, as it has often be proposed6? 
What can we say about the application of a very general paradigm, concerning all arts, and 
maybe Western societies in more dimensions that only the artistic one? The first thing to 
observe is the relative proportions of time. If we consider a period 1975-2009 in the concert 
music tradition, it is of course very marginal compared to the general picture, wherever the 
starting point is set, should it be 40 000 years ago, 2 000 or even in the seventeenth century. It 
is of course quite different in jazz. The thirty-three years running from 1975 to 2009 are not at 
all the last tiny segment of a long string, but represent a considerable proportion, whether we 
take 1895 or 1917 as a starting point. That seems to me the main point of this question in the 
jazz field, which makes it crucial. 
But that is perhaps not the only characteristic of the jazz version of postmodernism. 
Let’s try to examine the question by looking at the start of the period, these seventies that are 
the subject of our attention. What are usually regarded as the markers of postmodernism? 
                                                 
5 A table summarizing this periodization is included at the end of the document. 
6 Among recent histories of jazz, Porter-Ullman (1993), unless error, do not quote the word. Ted Gioia 
(1997), on the contrary, often uses it in his final chapter “Freedom and Beyond” and sees the first displays of it 
during the sixties: “In many ways, the work of the AACM musicians signaled the first stirrings of 
postmodernism in jazz” (355). He ties it to an idea of deconstruction: “This postmodernism was also reflected in 
a deconstructive attitude toward the music, a desire to break down styles into their constituent elements, 
sometimes focusing on one isolated aspect, at other times combining the pieces into surprising new wholes” 
(355). Deconstuction itself bound to parody: “Postmodern currents in all the arts have typically come to embrace 
the use of parody and pastiche as the ultimate tools in deconstructing inherited traditions. […] In the jazz world, 
no artist has been more representative of the Warholian spirit than saxophonist and composer John Zorn” (p. 
361). Gioia quotes too “fellow postmodernists and collaborators [of Zorn] such as Tim Berne, Wayne Horwitz, 
Bill Frisell, and Bobby Previte […]” (361). 
Alyn Shipton (2001) entitles his last chapter “Postmodern Jazz” but curiously, he does not give a clear 
definition of the term and the way he applies to jazz. At the difference of Ted Gioa, he binds the concept more to 
the fact that, at a certain point, all the musics of the world of any period become available to everybody: “What 
supplanted the continuous tradition is what Mauriac called ‘le musée imaginaire’ [it is actually André Malraux, 
not François Mauriac, who gave this title to one of his books, LC], the virtual availability, in recorded form, of 
the entire recorded history of the music. Of course musicians did use recordings to learn their craft, from very 
early in the days of jazz. I have recounted tales of players avidly studying the latest discs by their heroes or 
heroines as they appeared, to understand every nuance of that player’s style. But whether this was taking place in 
1920s Chicago, where Jimmy McPartland and his friends clustered round the phonograph to hear Bix 
Beiderbecke and the Wolverines, or whether it was Dave Holland in London puzzling over the 1960s Miles 
Davis quintet, what they were learning was current, it was now, it was fashionable, it was at the cutting edge. 
Instead, with the burgeoning reissue industry, and, more recently, the second wave of reissues engendered by the 
arrival of the compact disc, today’s player is confronted by a bewildering array of material” (p. 875). The idea is 
therefore about a new historical essence of what has preceded this period. More exactly, it becomes history, 
considered now as a past instead of a present going. From this point, to Shypton, musicians responded by two 
solutions: 1. In the tradition, looking back (Scott Hamilton, Warren Vaché, John Pizarelli, Diana Krall), or 2. in 
the tradition, looking forward (Andrew Hill, Dave Douglas, John Zorn, David Murray, Greg Osby, Joshua 
Redman, Benny Green, Brad Mehldau, Abbey Lincoln, Cassandra Wilson) (879-887). 
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Béatrice Ramaut-Chevassus identifies three main “dominant appearances of what constitutes 
the postmodern culture in the esthetic domain”: a new attitude towards the past, a taste for 
eclectism, a quest for communicability7. 
A new attitude toward the past? 
Concerning this first point, it seems undeniable that something new is happening in the 
way jazz looks at its past and at itself. We have already noticed that the tabula rasa attitude 
was not dominant within the jazz culture. The evolution of language proceeds more by 
addition than by a forget-and-go-on attitude. The revival phenomenon, on another side is not 
new. As early as the thirties, some observers saw the evolution of jazz towards swing 
as a loss, not to say a betrayal of a New Orleans authenticity. The predictable consequence 
was the actual appearing of a New Orleans Revival at the end of the thirties that became very 
strong in the forties (and in the fifties, in France notably, where Sidney Bechet settled and 
enjoyed great popular success). Is something different occurring with the situation emerging 
in the seventies? We must remember that, after the first reuniting of June 29, 1976, the re-
formed quintet of Miles Davis without Miles Davis became the V.S.O.P. Quintet that ran a 
very successful career to the end of the decade. After Freddie Hubbard, Wynton Marsalis took 
the ”role” of Miles Davis (while the real one was re-emerging in a quite opposite direction), 
and initiated what we should call a neoclassical movement of which he still is one of the 
leading figures.  
Is there a difference between revival and neoclassicism? Maybe not from an internal 
point of view: they’re both referring to some music of the past. But the difference could be in 
the context. The New Orleans Revival of the forties was something of a resistance of an origin 
against new styles, swing first, then bebop. That was, too, a kind of adesperate cry of a 
movement that was no longer alone nor dominant. Neoclassicism, on its side, appears 
precisely at the time when there is no more dominant style. It does not stand in the way of a 
modern Goliath against an ancient David, but proposes one direction among others, none of 
them being the sole direction, the incarnation of the present and indication for the future. I 
would say, too, that neoclassicism does not deal with an origin but with a past. That is 
something, to me, that has not been noticed enough in the music of Wynton Marsalis: it refers 
to several styles of the past, maybe all of them (except free jazz and fusion), from New 
Orleans and Chicago (mainly with the septet), to swing (the Lincoln Center big band), to bop, 
hard bop, cool and modal jazz (the quintets with his brother Branford). And it refers less 
literally than we might think at first hearing.  
Another indication of a renewed relation to the past is the increase in the number of 
homages and tributes of all kinds. Vincent Cotro counts no less than 700 homages - albums in 
various forms (150 alone dedicated to Duke Ellington)8. He notices the phenomenon 
emerging in the eighties. The V.S.O.P. Quintet was certainly one of the very first to record 
such albums. Before then we had the songbooks album, devoted to the works of individual 
composers, mostly Tin Pan Alley stars, rather than jazz composers, as for example the Ella 
Fitzgerald - Norman Granz series of the late fifties and early sixties. Only one jazz composer 
was included in this series, Duke Ellington. If we except tribute compositions like Mingus’s 
“Goodbye Pork Pie Hat” for example, homages were the exception rather than the rule. This 
situation finally changed in the late seventies and early eighties period. 
A taste for eclectism? 
                                                 
7 Ramaut-Chevassus 1998, 11. 
8 Cotro 2005. See also Cotro 2004. 
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We can tackle this question in two ways: is jazz now looking toward, foreign music on 
one hand, other genres on the other?  
Of course, jazz has been the product of mixing cultures. Blending is at the birth and in 
the middle of this music. But, when it becomes a united object, it appears as fairly auto-
centered. All the efforts of the first observers – Roger Pryor Dodge, Robert Goffin, Hugues 
Panassié and others – tend to show (prove) that jazz exists in itself, beyond its split original 
materials, and should not be confused with fakes, symphonic jazz for instance. Here stands a 
discourse of oneness, of identity, that therefore looks at the inside and not the contrary. The 
example of Juan Tizol’s “Caravan”, in this respect, is interesting. It does not refer to a music 
of Puerto Rico or the Caribbean area, as the nationality of the composer might lead us to 
expect, but to a fantasy Africa. Exoticism and not crossculturalism. Ellington men are more 
interested in an imagined Africa than in new musical material coming from the outside. We 
have to wait for Dizzy Gillespie and bebop to meet an authentic interest in foreign music, in 
this case real Cuban and Caribbean music. The next step is the arrival of Brazil through the 
Bossa Nova movement and its tremendous success of the early sixties. 
Yet it is limited: Caribbean and Brazil are parts of the American continent. The 
seventies will there open a much larger box. The hippie movement of the late sixties had 
shone some light on the Indian continent. But, that was still much in the realm of exoticism. If 
we think of jazz, the music of Charles Lloyd for example shows traces of that kind of 
exoticism (George Harrison with the Beatles was maybe closer to the real thing). In some of 
his early seventies electric bands, Miles Davis sometimes had Badal Roy on tablas, but it had 
very little real Indian music. We must await the founding of Shakti by John McLaughlin to 
see a real attempt to mix two musical languages while respecting authenticity of each. This 
seems to be a new attitude and the signal for a start of what we can call a “world jazz” within 
the general movement of the world music in the eighties. Let us think of Jan Garbarek with 
musicians from India (Zakir Hussain, L. Shankar, Trilok Gurtu) and Brazil (Egberto 
Gismonti, Nana Vasconcelos) but alos from Pakistan (Ustad Bade Fateh Ali Khan, Ustad 
Bade Fateh Ali Khan, Ustad Shaukat Hussain Khan, Ustad Nazim Ali Khan) or Tunisia 
(Anouar Brahem), Randy Weston with Moroccan ones, N’Guyen Lê about Vietnam, Bojan 
Zulfikarpasic with Balkanic music, and many other examples. 
The second question can be posed in two ways. 1. Is there a new inclination of the 
mixing of features of different stylistic origins in some unique pieces of music? 2. Is there a 
new relativism in which there is neither noble nor vulgar music? 
Concerning the first point, the major work is undeniably Escalator over the Hill, the 
opera composed and recorded between 1968 and 1971 by Carley Bley on a libretto by Paul 
Haines, with such musicians as Don Cherry, Gato Barbieri, Charlie Haden, Roswell Rudd and 
many, many others. Hearing Paul Motian playing a fairly rock tune9 with John McLaughlin 
and Jack Bruce, former bassist of the british pop group Cream (with Eric Clapton) is an 
experience impossible even to think of just a few years before. With its fanfares, ironic songs, 
pre-easy listening music, dramatic tunes, repetitive melodies, it is impossible to assign a style 
to such an extended work (except that we should learn later it was a very strong and unique 
Carla Bley style). Escalator over the Hill showed that there could be a real barrier breaking 
without slipping in some kind of nonsense. The question, of course, becomes (and that is one 
of the major questions now): is it still jazz? Anyone is free to answer his own way, but the 
fact is that most musicians involved in that project are strongly identified in the jazz sphere, 
and nobody would say today that Carla Bley is a pop musician or a composer of concert 
music. We can discuss on an ontological level to know if this work refers to the jazz idiom, 
but, at the very end, that seems clear for the world of jazz, that Carla Bley is part of it, a major 
                                                 
9 “Businessmen”. 
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part. Has she had an impact on jazz? It is difficult to give a clear answer, because she has such 
an original personality. Nonetheless, it is clear that the large band idiom (not to say big band) 
has evolved from the seventies, and Carla Bley certainly has played a substantial role in this 
development. 
Part of the answer to the second aspect of this question arises from these statements 
about Carla Bley. Mixing musics in a single piece means you previously listened to many, 
regardless of preconceived value. That is a condition to extend significantly the scope for a 
putative reservoir of available music. Observers currently noticed that the work of Carla Bley 
often reminds one of Nino Rota, the famous film musician who worked for Federico Fellini. 
This is an homage both to some kind of circus music and film music, both usually considered 
as minor genres. Other film musicians like Ennio Morricone would later be referred to by 
such jazz performers as John Zorn or Enrico Pieranunzi (the latter having worked for 
Morricone as a studio musician). 
Of course the relation of jazz to pop music is much more complex. At the very 
beginning they were almost synonymous. Even if jazz often aspired to be considered a noble 
music, the connection had never been broken, at least through the strong commitment to the 
Tin Pan Alley repertoire. The relative fading out of this one from the sixties had been partially 
compensated for by new songwriters like Lennon-McCartney, Stevie Wonder, Paul Simon 
and a few others. But perhaps something new happened during late sixties and the seventies. 
If we consider that, through rhythm and blues, a new form of pop music has emerged, owing 
to jazz, with the appearance of rock and roll and Elvis Presely around 1955, in the other way, 
jazz borrowed some parts of popular music, not only as a repertoire, but now mainly for 
rhythm and sound. The major figures here are of course Miles Davis and his alumni, clearly 
looking in the direction of (and borrowing from) Jimi Hendrix, Sly and the Family Stone, 
James Brown, that is to say the best part of rock and soul music. Regardless of whether these 
are minor forms of music, they had resources, energy that was felt necessary to bring to jazz, 
probably because it appeared to some that it had became impossible to find this internally. 
This new vision, freer of value judgments, added to the extensions of post-free music 
of the seventies, considerably extended the field of what was possible to do as far as jazz was 
concerned. It’s not surprising that this gain should have been accompanied by an insistent 
question: what is jazz nowadays, where are its limits? We know that question has been 
tirelessly asked and still is. This word “jazz” has often, and since the beginning, been 
regarded suspiciously by a number of musicians – and sometimes the best of them 
(unnecessary here to recall the famous declarations of Duke Ellington or Miles Davis on that 
subject) – but it surely takes a new turn. The concept is not only condemned for its racial 
connotation (that was the main problem for older musicians), but for more specifically 
musical concerns, perceived now as a restrictive idea, a corset that prevented musician from 
using extensively their freedom as musicians. The appearance of new labels emphasizing the 
larger idea of improvisation, like New Improvised Musics, or European Improvised Music, 
are significant in that regard10. 
                                                 
10 Christopher G. Bakridges has compiled in an article of the book Cross the Water  Blues, diverse 
names musicians, mainly in the seventies, gave to their own music (Wynn 2007, 250-251). To quote only a few: 
“omnidirectional music” (Jack DeJohnette), “expandable language ” (Oliver Lake), “lateral composition” (Joe 
McPhee), “Scissors Music” (Roscoe Mitchell), “constructivism” (Cecil Taylor) and of course “creative music” 
(Bill Dixon, Leroy Jenkins, Marion Brown, Muhal Richard Abrams, George Lewis, Bobby Bradford, John 
Carter, Sam Rivers, William Parker) and “Black Classical Music” and Africacentric assessments (Max Roach, 
Rahsaan Roland Kirk, Art Ensemble of Chicago, Archie Shepp, Horace Tapscott, Randy Weston, William 
Shadrack Cole). 
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We finally have to go back to Escalator over the Hill and remember that it is not only 
music (jazz or not) but first an opera, maybe the first one in this area11. Strictly in jazz, we can 
think of suites by Charles Mingus (“The Clown”) George Russell (“New York, New York”), 
but we must consider these more or less narrative suites but not as constructed as the Paul 
Haines - Carla Bley masterpiece that looks for a more sophisticated achievement. Therefore, 
by expanding former barriers in both directions, those of so-called minor musics and a major 
genre, Escalator over the Hill appears as an important touchstone whose equivalent I cannot 
find before. 
 
A quest for communicability? 
This feature of postmodernism is probably the most difficult to simply apply to jazz 
from the seventies and after, among the three proposed by Béatrice Ramaut-Chevassus. Jazz 
had always been closely tied to entertainment, even if the art aspiration had been present for 
as long a time12. If a process of sophistication happened in jazz as it did in the concert music 
of the twentieth century, it however ignored the effect of hermetism that was heavily 
perceived by some large part of the audience toward concert music of this time. We could 
almost say that the reverse process happened: jazz in a way, looked to be something else than 
just entertainment. This has frequently been said about bebop, even if it’s not clear that 
beboppers were really more concerned by that aspiration than their predecessors. What about 
free jazz? It is true that for large audiences, it takes the role of the “difficult part” of jazz, even 
now. But I don’t see that the possible side of hermetism in it called for a postmodern reaction 
toward communicability. The situation here is radically different from what it is in concert 
music. Yet, it is obvious that the big successes of some jazz fusion ensembles (John 
McLaughlin’s Mahavishnu, Weather Report, Herbie Hancock’s Headhunters, Chick Corea’s 
Return to Forever) and of some related records (Miles Davis’s Bitches Brew, Herbie 
Hancock’s Headhunters) could make us believe that jazz was again becoming to some degree 
a popular music. That would be forgetting that such phenomenon occurred several times since 
what was probably the only period where jazz was the main popular music, that is to say the 
short time-span of the swing dance bands of the late thirties and early forties. Let’s think, only 
ten years before, of Dave Brubeck and “Take Five”, of Jimmy Smith or the tremendous 
triumph of bossa nova, not to talk about appreciable if less impressive success by the Charles 
Lloyd ensemble of the late sixties. We could talk too about smooth jazz (Grover Washington 
Jr for the seventies for example), but was it not a form of continuation of tendencies as old as 
jazz itself, begun with so-called symphonic jazz? I am afraid we have to forget about this third 
feature of postmodernism as far as jazz is concerned. 
 
The world outside U.S.A. 
                                                 
11 Unless error and if we except Scott Joplin’s Treemonisha and James P. Johnson’s De Organizer and 
The Dreamy Kid, and maybe Sidney Bechet’s ballet La nuit est une sorcière performed at the Paris opera in 
1955. 
12 In his preface to Jazz from the Beginning by Garvin Bushell, a veteran player, Stanley Crouch tells: 
“It was […] in Chicago that Bushell encountered the clarinet-playing and drumming Johnny and Baby, who were 
performing with Oliver. His observations about them lay to rest the idea that artistic sense of life and of one’s 
personal importance did not arrive until the so-called Bop Era of the middle forties. He says of the Dodds 
brothers: ‘They felt very highly about what they were playing, as though they knew they were doing something 
new that nobody else could do. I’d say that they regarded themselves as artists, in the sense we use the term 
today.’” (Bushell 1998, ix.) 
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Leaving now this question of postmodernism, can we observe other characteristics of 
what appears to be a general process of expansion in the jazz of the seventies. Does that 
phenomenon, notably, have a geographical and cultural aspect? We should first notice that, if 
the United States (and specifically New York City) had always been a source of attraction for 
jazzmen of all around the world (and the U.S. outside N.Y.C.), very few, perhaps no 
foreigners have reached the heights of this music. To consider only French-speaking 
musicians, Bernard Peiffer (French pianist) could settle and obtain some attention in the 
fifties, or Bobby Jaspar (saxophonist from Belgium) in the sixties, but others like Martial 
Solal, despite a honest success at Newport festival in 1963, were forced to recognize that their 
careers would not be worse in their native country (not to speak of André Hodeir as a 
composer). Things changed a little in the seventies, particularly in jazz fusion, of whose 
several major figures come from Europe. Josef Zawinul (from Austria) landed before the 
sixties had begun, and after ten years as sideman (Dinah Washington, Cannonball Adderley, 
Miles Davis, among others) he became the leading force of one of the most famous jazz 
ensembles ever, Weather Report. John McLaughlin arrived in 1968 (the story of being called 
by Miles Davis for the In a Silent Way album is well-known), also became a leading figure of 
jazz fusion, and one of its best-sellers too. His British fellow Dave Holland kept away from 
fusion seductions, but no one would deny he is much more than an expansive sideman. His 
album Conference of the Birds, recorded in 1973 with Anthony Braxton, Sam Rivers and 
Barry Altschul is a landmark for a lot of observers and most of the groups he led later had a 
great influence, notably for its uneven barlines bars and complex rhythms. We could talk 
much about Miroslav Vitous (from Czechoslovakia) or of the French violonist Jean-Luc 
Ponty, and of course, at the end of the decade of the coming of the Scandinavian players, 
particularly Norwegian sax player Jan Garbarek. 
In the opposite direction, Europe gained a renewed status. Here again, the 
phenomenon in itself is not new. Sidney Bechet and the Original Dixieland Jazz Band were in 
London as early as 1919, and black players often felt somewhat more comfortable in more 
tolerant societies. Several members of Jim Europe’s Harlem Hellfighters chose to stay after 
their service in France during World War I. We know the stories of Coleman Hawkins in 
France, Dexter Gordon, Ben Webster or Kenny Drew in Denmark and many others. But 
neither Europe (nor any other part of the world) attained the status of an alternative center for 
jazz. After all, it could have happened: we only have to think of the shift in pictural art, where 
what seemed to be the definitive if not eternal capital, Paris, was supplanted by New York 
City after World War II. But things never happened that way in jazz. Did something, even of 
a lesser dimension, occur during the seventies? Paris became a kind of a center for a second 
generation of free jazz players; the Art Ensemble of Chicago, Alan Silva, Frank Wright, Noah 
Howard settled in the French capital, Sam Rivers and Anthony Braxton regularly worked 
there, and a few records labels were dedicated to this style. 
European players, on another side, progressively quit their former outsider posture 
along with a certain sense of inferiority, justified or not, as a background. Phil Woods could 
lead a European Rhythm Machine with British pianist Gordon Beck, French bassist Henri 
Texier and Swiss drummer Daniel Humair, and was apparently happy to do so. Of course, a 
bit later, we can think of the gorgeous so-called European quartet of Keith Jarrett with Jan 
Garbarek, bassist Palle Danielsson from Sweden and drummer Jon Christensen from 
Denmark. But the real story is that of the recording labels. 
Swing, the French label founded by Charles Delaunay and Hugues Panassié in 1936 
had been one of the very first recording companies all dedicated to jazz outside the U.S. and 
could boast some important recordings by Coleman Hawkins, Django Reinhardt and the Hot-
Club of France. Some others appeared here and there (Esquire and Tempo in the U.K.) but, 
overall, there was nothing compared to the Blue Note, Savoy, Verve, Dial, Atlantic, Prestige, 
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Riverside or Impulse (not to speak of course about major companies). In this field, as in the 
others, some changes occurred in the late sixties. Small independent labels blossomed in 
Western Europe and some of them did pretty well. We saw that Paris became a kind of new 
home to a second generation of free jazz players. Producer Jean Georgakarakos founded in 
1967 (with Fernand Boruso and Jean-Luc Young) the label Byg that published important 
records by such artists as Archie Shepp, Don Cherry, the Art Ensemble of Chicago or Sunny 
Murray. In the seventies, another producer, Gérard Terronès, carried on the flame in the same 
vein with labels Futura, then Marge. He notably recorded singer Abbey Lincoln at a time 
(early eighties) when she was in a kind of disgrace, long before another French producer, 
Jean-Philippe Allard, gave another boost to her career in the early nineties. Italian producers 
became very active too in the seventies. Labels Black Saint, Soul Note and Horo, to name but 
a few, produced a lot of valuable records. Incus documented the work of British players while 
the Instant Composers Pool, a collective of Dutch improvisers, were running their own label 
ICP. In Switzerland, Hat Hut, founded by producer Werner X. Uehlinger, documented a lot of 
important improvised music from 1975 and also exposed Mathias Ruegg’s Vienna Art 
Orchestra. Nils Winther started Steeplechase in 1972 with a Jackie McLean recording. It then 
went on with Andrew Hill, Dexter Gordon, Chet Baker, Stan Getz and many others. 
But the main success stories came from Germany with M.P.S., Enja and E.C.M.the 
latter two based in Munich. While F.M.P. (Free Music Production, founded in 1969) was 
essentially dedicated to German impovisers (from both Republics of that time), and at the 
beginning run collectively by musicians themselves, M.P.S. (Musikprodiktion Schwarzwald), 
founded in 1968 by Hans Georg Brunner-Schwer, recorded both German and American 
musicians, among them Wolgang Dauner, Albert Mangelsdorff and George Duke, and soon 
Oscar Peterson, Ella Fitzgerald, Dizzy Gillespie, Bill Evans and even Duke Ellington. 
Producer Matthias Wincklemann and Horst Weber founded Enja in 1971 and recorded 
German and American musicians, as well as Japanese (Terumasa Hino, Masahiko Sato) and 
succeded in giving a foundation to a perennial enterprise that still lives on today.  
E.C.M. (Edition of Contemporary Music) is yet another story. Former classical bassist 
Manfred Eicher founded it the same year as F.M.P. and Enja (1969) and immediately started 
to record both north European and U.S. musicians. In the first group, he exposed a bunch of 
musicians like Jan Garbarek, bassists Arild Andersen, Palle Danielsson and Eberhard Weber, 
drummers Jon Christensen and Edvard Vesala, guitarist Terje Rypdal, pianists Bobo Stenson 
and Rainer Bruninghaus and many others. But he also recorded diverse American players like 
Paul Bley, Charlie Mariano, Bill Connors, Mick Goodrick, Ralph Towner, Chick Corea and 
Keith Jarrett. Once Jarrett had a day off in Oslo while touring with Miles Davis’ band, 
Manfred Eicher invited him for a piano solo session later to be published as Facing You, 
which went on to become a classic. Eicher developed a very special relation with sound 
engineer Jan Erik Kongshaug and his Oslo Rainbow studio. The company slogan, “The most 
beautiful sound next to silence”, sums up a whole producing philosophy. The sound is a 
decisive marker for a recording label, beyond the personalities of the recorded artists. Rudy 
van Gelder and his famous studio in Englewood Cliffs (and its prototype, the home-like studio 
of Hackensack with its glorious living room), had yet assumed a role of adding a certain 
sound engineering part to the esthetic output, but he was attached more to a generation of 
musicians than to one label in particular (despite a privileged relation with Alfred Lion and 
Francis Wolff’s Blue Note). Manfred Eicher conceived with Jan Erik Kongshaug, a fairly 
distinctive (and new) sound, made of highly present and crystal clear cymbals with a neat 
attack, quite long reverberation times and some other definite and always present features, 
leading to a very beautifully, carefully crafted and esthetic sound, sometimes criticized as 
cold. 
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After the critical success of Facing You, Eicher published as a three-record set, Solo 
Concerts Bremen - Lausanne, two solo piano concerts by Keith Jarrett recorded 1973. Then 
came the tremendous and unexpected triumph of the Köln Concert, recorded the same way in 
January 1975. That success of course due to the superlative playing of the pianist and the care 
of the production, but beyond these, it can be seen as a result of the right thing, the right way, 
at the right moment. First, we should notice that E.C.M. witnessed and revived a relatively 
neglected format: the solo piano. Since the great hours of ragtime, stride piano, Duke Ellingon 
and Art Tatum, that exercise was no longer among the favorites of piano players. Some 
beboppers played it (Bud Powell notably), but they generally preferred to play with a rhythm 
section. From the death of Art Tatum in 1956 until the end of the following decade, we can 
speak of a relative decline of the formula. Bill Evans will try a curious experiment with three 
pianos in re-recording, but he will wait 1968 to record a whole album Alone. E.C.M. in its 
first years, immediately recorded solo piano performances: Chick Corea (Piano 
Improvisations, vol. 1 and 2), Paul Bley (Open, to Love), and, before the Köln Concert, Keith 
Jarrett with the two above mentioned albums. It is not only a revival of a neglected formula, 
but rather a renewal. With these pianists, solo piano is no more the virtuoso exercise it has 
mainly represented since Tony Jackson, James P. Johnson and Art Tatum, but some kind of 
romantic expression (The Duke Ellington of Piano Reflections would be a more plausible 
model). And obviously, the period was ready to welcome such an innovation – the hundred 
thousands copies sold of Köln Concert showed it – together with Facing You and Solo 
Concerts Bremen - Lausanne the first pearls of a long string of Keith Jarrett solo recordings, 
which still continues. 
It is probably unique in the history of jazz that an expression forged after a recording 
label, “the E.C.M. sound” had become a general concept, not to say a style in itself. The only 
comparable example of a recording label setting such a standard in which you might name the 
label before the artist, appears to be Blue Note. It is not coincidental that both have forged, 
beside a sound image, a very strong visual identity, with Francis Wolff himself as 
photographer and designers like Paul Bacon, Gil Melle, John Hermansader and mainly Reid 
Miles, for Blue Note, and Barbara Wojirsch for E.C.M.. Both labels have a long career with 
hundreds of reference to catalogues, still to be continued (even if Blue Note is no more an 
independant label for some years, E.C.M. still is, with its original founder-producer)13. 
Undeniably, both have come to this rare situation by which an institution simultaneously has a 
strong intuition of the esthetic, the spirit of a specific time, and in return influences it. If this is 
true, E.C.M. is no doubt the jazz label of the seventies and the eighties (at least), as Blue Note 
was for the forties to the sixties. And that it came from Europe (and stayed there), not from 
the United States, is in no way an insignificant  fact. 
New paradigms? 
As a provisional conclusion, we can say that the age beginning in the 1970s bears 
some traits of post-modernism and not others. I would like to return to the idea proposed at 
the start of this paper, the concept of a common practise leading to a new priodization of jazz. 
I suggested that there was a period of convergence leading to a common practise running from 
1930 to 1960 which went in two directions, one towards modal jazz,the orher towards free 
jazz, which then came apart in about 1975. The history of jazz has mainly been structured by 
the historians as a constant flow of successive styles (embodied by major figures), each one 
dominating the scene for five to ten years, approximately, then being pushed aside by a more 
                                                 
13 Observers has noticed too, that producers on both sides had been born in Germany and that the 
founding of E.C.M. in 1969 corresponded, as a form of relay, to the sale of Blue Note (1965), the retirement of 
Alfred Lion (1967) and the death of Francis Wolff (1971) 
12 
“advanced” style. This scheme works fairly well from 1917 to 1975, even if it raises as many 
problems as it solves (in which style should we put Duke Ellington or Billie Holiday is only 
one example?) But, at last, and in spite of its obvious exceptions, it has been of great help (for 
teachers notably). 
I proposed elsewhere to call this way of telling the story the “main linear intrigue.”14 
This concept of intrigue is borrowed to French historian Paul Veyne15. To sum it up in just a 
few words, Veyne’s idea is, first, that the model of history is the narration – novel or drama –, 
historians telling stories based on intrigues, and second that there is no historical event in 
itself but only within an intrigue (“a cold Louis XIV had is not, even royal, a political event, 
unless it concerns the health history of the French people”16):  
 
“Facts do not exist separately, in this sense the web of history is what we will call an 
intrigue, a very human and ‘scientific’ mix of material causes, goals and chances; a slice of 
life, in one word, that the historian cuts up to his liking and in which facts have their 
objective connections and their relative importance: the genesis of the feudal society, the 
Mediterranean politics of Philip II or merely an episode of these politics, the Galilean 
revolution. The word ‘intrigue’ has the advantage of reminding us that what the historian 
studies is as human as a drama or a novel, War and Piece, Anthony and Cleopatra. This 
intrigue does not necesarily fit into a chronological continuation: like an inner drama, it can 
proceed from one level to another; the intrigue of the Galilean revolution will confront 
Galileo with the intellectual framework of physics in early XVIIth century, with the aspirations 
he could vaguely feel in himself, with problems and references, Platonism and 
Aristotelianism, etc. Therefore, the intrigue can be a cross section of the various historical 
rhythms, spectral analysis: it will still be an intrigue because it will be human, sublunar, 
because it will not be a piece of determinism. […] What actually are those facts worth 
arousing the historian’s interest? It all depends on the chosen intrigue; in itself, a fact is 
neither interesting nor the contrary.”17 
If we try to transpose this idea to the history of jazz, we can admit that there is a main 
intrigue, the one that sees succeeding New Orleans jazz, the Chicago style, swing, bebop, 
cool, hard bop, modal jazz, free jazz and jazz-rock. It can serve as a trunk to which many 
events and actors can be positioned during the period under consideration(1917-1975). This 
intrigue is linear in that it is a successive diachronic narrative. But a multitude of other 
intrigues can be imagined (and some of them have been used by historians). We can think of 
partial histories in terms of musical devices (forms, rhythms, harmony, repertoire, rhythm 
section, soloing, comping…), of locations (jazz in New Orleans, in Chicago, in Europe…), of 
instruments (piano in jazz, drums in jazz…), of orchestral formats (big band, quintet, trio 
piano - bass - drum, solo piano…), of communities (jazz by whites, by Europeans, by women, 
by American musicians outside the U.S…), and so on. We can think too of related histories 
like the history of recordings, of the specialized press, of the books about jazz, and so on. Or 
vocal jazz. This one is particularly interesting, not only because it is a major part of jazz, but 
because it is very difficult to assign most of singers to the usual historical styles, and because 
                                                 
14 Cugny 2009. 
15 Veyne 1971. 
16 Ibid., 38. 
17 Ibid., 51-52 
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the notion of progress is much less evident and in other “transversalities” (male/female, 
blacks/whites) are of a much different importance within this intrigue. 
Each one of these various and numerous histories is based on an intrigue. One main 
idea of Paul Veyne is that no intrigue is more legitimate than another. It rests on a choice by 
the historian who is absolutely free to elect one intrigue or another and then organize his 
narrative around this specific intrigue then, this is an important point, to “hierarchize” events 
as a function of this intrigue. The coming of Coleman Hawkins to France in 1935 is a 
relatively minor event within the main linear intrigue. It becomes of course of much larger 
importance if we care about jazz in France or the history of American musicians outside the 
U.S. The invention of the bass drum pedal is of some importance for the main linear intrigue; 
it is decisive for the history of the drums or of the rhythm section. 
This short digression is to highlight my last point. It seems quite clear that, whatever 
vision of history of jazz we have, the way of telling it that was relatively effective and 
acceptable for the period before 1975, but it is not the case after that point. In terms of 
intrigue, that means that this main linear intrigue does not work anymore. What then can be 
solutions other that decreeing the end of history or the death of jazz? One track can be that if 
the main intrigue is no longer available, more partial intrigues are still working and, not only 
can they still be traced, but moreover they find more space than when the shadow of the “big 
thing” overhung them. I would go back to an example quoted earlier: the solo piano. We can 
write the history of jazz solo piano since ragtime and stride. It shows a new aspect in post-
1975 times, not only by the possible renewal that we evoked about the seventies, but just 
because it is possible to trace it from the beginning until now and not just only until the mid-
seventies. 
Another example is, to my mind, very informative: the position of the guitar. Though 
it was used from the very beginnings (and even in very early prehistory with the importance 
of strings ensembles in pre-jazz American popular music), it was nevertheless assigned in jazz 
a relatively minor role compared to the piano, saxophone, trumpet, bass or drums for a long 
period. Despite the major figures of Lonnie Johnson, Eddie Lang, Django Reinhardt, Sister 
Rosetta Tharpe, Charlie Christian, Jimmy Raney, Tal Farlow, Wes Mongtomery, it stayed in a 
somewhat marginal role. It took a new turn with jazz fusion and John McLaughlin (through 
Jimi Hendrix). Let’s now think of the following generation, arising in the seventies: Pat 
Metheny, John Abercrombie, John Scofield, Bill Frisell. I feel that, not only they are 
continuing a long story starting somewhere in the United States around the end of nineteenth 
century, but they are maybe creating a new paradigm in jazz. I do not know if there is a 
“guitar style” (probably not), but undeniably, there exists now something more than just an 
instrumental history that, for lack of anything better, we could call a new paradigm. And if is 
has only a part truth, such few paradigms as this have in a certain way taken the role of the 
historical styles that we are not anymore able to define and organize in a general intrigue. 
What could be the other paradigms of that kind? I would not risk making a list, only a 
few suggestions. Something like a world jazz, whose mixing of musical cultures is a main 
concern. Obviously, there is a large group of post-free musics, many rejecting the jazz label, 
but favoring the idea of improvisation. I think too that it would be useful to redefine an idea of 
neoclassicism in jazz, as more than just revival phenomena, that is to say, negligible. Of 
course, those are only some of the islands on the extraordinary complex map that jazz 
became. 
 
 
Still not really interesting, the seventies? 
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